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Cal Poly Chemistry Alumnus Finds Largest Known Prime Number 
SAN LUIS OBISPO – Steven Boone, a 1984 Cal Poly chemistry alumnus, has led a team of researchers at Central 
Missouri State University to find the largest known prime number. 
The team spent about nine years, using more than 700 computers, and identified the number last month. The number 
has 9.1 million digits. It’s so long, Boone said, that if it was printed in 12-poin t font, it would cover 2,800 pages. 
A prime number is a positive number that can be divided only by itself and 1. Examples are 2, 3, 5, 7. The number that 
the Central Missouri team discovered is a Mersenne prime, described by Boone as a “special type of prime number” that 
follows a pattern to a certain point, and then the pattern breaks up, making the next such number even more elusive to 
find.. 
Only 43 such numbers have been discovered, the latest found by the team led by Boone, a chemistry professor and 
associate dean of Central Missouri’s College of Arts and Sciences, and mathematics Professor Curtis Cooper. 
“This is really quite exciting that we’ve actually found one,” he said. “It’s a fun project to work on.” 
The discovery was made as part of a worldwide “friendly competition,” called the Great Internet Mersenne Prime Search, 
in which volunteers using more than 70,000 computers are each running tests to find  the largest Mersenne prime, Boone 
said. Testing one number can take 25 days to two years. “What’s great is the computers allow ‘real’ people to do real 
scholarly work,” Boone said. 
His professors at Cal Poly provided the foundation and research opportunities that inspired him to tackle a challenge like 
this, he said. “They love what they do and inspired me to teach.” 
One of those professors is Tina Bailey, now chair of Cal Poly’s Chemistry Department. “I’ve known Steve for a long time,” 
she said. “He was an excellent student – one of our bright spots. I’m very happy for him.” 
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